In China, twenty years of reform, which started precisely with the repudiation of egalitarianism and the encouragement to "get rich first", has led to a serious interrogation of the ethics of wealth creation and accumulation. The issue of equity has become a subject of intense intellectual contestation in China, particularly in the recent debates between the liberals and the new left.
1 For a society with a time-honoured tradition of putting emphasis on collective values, there is every reason for all parties in the dispute to claim concern for equity and selfless motivation in probing the question of social justice, although they are deeply divided in their assessment of the extent of inequalities in China today, especially in comparison to the Mao era; in their opinions about the origin of the current inequalities; and in their attitudes toward and remedies for them. This paper is an attempt to explore the complexity of contention between the left and the liberals, as well as the prospects for a third way for China.
The Dilemma of the Left-on-the-Offensive
The left in China today can be divided into the old left and the new left, though they share their love for parts of Maoism and their hostility toward capitalism. The old left is a fairly homogeneous group who are too rigid to make sense of changing realities and whose ideology is orthodox Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, 2 whereas the new left consists of at least three groups: post-modernists, populists and neo-nationalists.
Contrary to the official ideology proclaiming the leading position of the proletarian class, the old left have painted a picture of a clear stratification in the current Chinese society where the working class is exploited by the petty bourgeoisie, bourgeoisie, bureaucratic bourgeoisie, comprador bourgeoisie and international bourgeoisie. 3 In their view, "the blood and sweat of the working people are being used to nurture and feed a bourgeoisie" in China. 4 They further attack the philosophical foundation of the current reforms based on the false assumption of "economic man", an assumption leading to the betrayal of the socialist cause and a capitalist restoration. 5 They do not hide their nostalgia for the 1950s and the early 1960s, when, according to their judgement, there was fast economic growth and little social inequality. 6 There is a delicate relationship between the old left and the current communist leadership in China. In terms of their defence of the current political order characterised by the communist leadership and the hegemony of communist ideology, they rely on each other for support. However, the old left are constantly annoying the current communist leadership with their wholesale dismissal of market reforms; their alarmist warning of an imminent catastrophe in the collapse of communist rule; and their insistence on the Marxist orthodoxy of class struggle, despite its alienation of a majority of the population.
The new left share with the old left a disapproval of market reforms and the invasion of international capital, but the new left are armed with a much more up-to-date ideological arsenal. The nationalist faction mainly borrows theoretical weapons from post-colonial criticism and blames the invasion of Western goods, Western capital and Western values for the escalation, if not the creation, of inequalities and other vices in contemporary China. 7 A slightly different agenda emphasises concern for "state capacity". These approach sees not only China's national pride and sovereign state power being sacrificed in an economy increasingly dependent on world capitalism, but also the dangers posed by the process of economic decentralisation undermining the fiscal, economic and political power of the central government to address inequalities in Chinese society and in maintaining national unity. 8 The populist faction, mainly literary critics, spares no effort in exposing the "social polarization" (liangji fenhua), the "inequalities" (shehui bujun), and the "spiritual degeneration" (jingshen duoluo) brought about by market reforms and 4 Jiang Chuan, 'Siyouhua: yong laodong renmin de xuehan chongxin peizhi he yangfei yige zichanjieji' (Privatisation: Using the Blood and Sweat to Nurture and Feed a Bourgeoisie), Dangdai Sichao (Contemporary Ideological Trends), No.5, 1990. 5 Xin Mao (pseudonym), 'Gaige he jingji ren' (Reform and the Economic Man), in Shi Liuzi, ed., Beijing dixia "wanyanshu" (The Ten-thousand-word and Other Underground Writings in Beijing, Hong Kong: Mingjing Chubanshe, 1997, p.201-230. 6 Press, 1994 capitalist modernity. 9 The post-modernist faction is the most sophisticated of the three. Borrowing neo-Marxism, post-modernism and post-colonial critique from the West, utilising class-based discourses, and raising the issues of social justice, class exploitation and the hegemony of global (western) capital, they have effectively problematised the Chinese quest for Enlightenment values (such as liberty, science and rationality), modernity and globalisation. 10 If the Marxist or neo-Marxist critique of Chinese reality cannot be dismissed as entirely irrelevant, the critique is crippled by the lack of viable alternatives. The Chinese left, old and new alike, can combat the tendency toward inequality only by conceiving of models in the Maoist tradition, which have already been discredited thanks to the bankruptcy of state socialism not only in China but all over the world. The favourite model for the old left is Nanjie Village in Henan Province. Since 1984 this village has managed to achieve remarkable economic success through collective farming and development of enterprises, rather than implementing the national policy of the "household responsibility system". 11 However, most Chinese are on the alert against the revival of some "Cultural Revolution legacies" in this village, such as cultivation of personal cults, small group political study and criticism, and the military training of employees.
The new left are fond of talking about "systemic renovation" (zhidu chuangxin) and "Chinese modernity", but the concrete programs they offer, such as "economic democracy" as demonstrated by the experience of the "people's commune" and the "Charter of the Anshan Iron and Steel Company", 12 are nothing but Maoist fantasies cast aside by the current Chinese government and the public as a whole. The Chinese new left take delight in praising the practice of involving workers in management in the Mao period as the Chinese version of post-Fordism. However, even post-Fordist empowerment in the West via workers' voluntary participation and teamwork is still more rhetoric than reality in breaking down the hierarchy of management, not to mention the lack of any meaningful effect of forced participation in Mao's China on addressing the unequal distribution of power in the workplace.
The Potential for Liberals-on-the-Defensive
There is a so-called "economic liberalism" widely practised in China under reform. This brand of liberalism can be defined as development of a private economy under the guidance of authoritarian regime. It lays emphasis on the economics of the free market, but not, and sometimes at the expenses of, the politics of personal liberties. However, at the early stage of reform, there was a widely held belief in commodities as an "inherent equaliser" (tianshengde pingdengpai), as well as a common assumption that money and money only would be powerful enough to create a democratic, free and equal society by dismantling totalitarian political structures and power monopoly. Since the 1980s large proportion of the population has gone mad with "commodity fetishism" or "money fetishism" and has been vying with each other to "get rich first" by whatever means available. This kind of mentality and practice were occasionally coupled with theoretical justification, on the grounds that it was necessary for the transition to a market economy, civil society and democratic polity in China. Even in the 1990s, when power and money reinforced each other to foster a "power economy" based on annexation of public property and unequal competition, the rapid accumulation of wealth by power holders and their associates in this manner has led to serious social polarisation where the "super rich stratum" (baofu jieceng) contrasts sharply with the poor. Some scholars still insist that the best way to prevent the "erosion [appropriation] of state property" (guoyou zichan liushi) is to undertake privatisation in an open and orderly manner rather than shying away from privatisation and the development of personal wealth.
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It is not surprising that Chinese liberals have been accused by some observers of ignoring inequalities and other evils brought about by the market economy, 14 as liberals in China today wholeheartedly support the projects of marketisation, modernization, globalisation and privatization. 15 Nevertheless, the issue of equity is also of central concern to liberals, who in the recent debate with the new left have distanced themselves from "economic liberalism", especially those who are strongly inclined to social democracy. 16 Despite the fact that some leading liberals have made an appeal to return to the basics of classical 16 There are twists and turns in using the term social democracy in history. Marx and Engles preferred the term communism, but they also tolerated social democracy because it was widely used by the proletarian parties in Europe. At the turn of the 19 th and 20 th century a communism-social democracy split took place and from then on the two terms referred to two different things. Whereas communism referred to the political ideology and movement to achieve socialism through the violent "proletarian revolution" and the "proletarian dictatorship", social democracy referred to the political ideology and movement for an evolutionary transition of society from capitalism to socialism through legal and peaceful processes, the process of election in particular. In the Declaration of Principles unanimously adopted by the Socialist International in 1951 the term "democratic socialism" was chosen to replace social democracy, with an aim to register a complete opposition to communist totalitarianism and a compromise with the capitalist camp. Most parties transformed from communist parties in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe since the late 1980s have also chosen the term "democratic socialism" to describe their new ideology. In reality, by the 1950s the ideology of social democracy had been revised to the extent that the project to replace the capitalist society with the socialist society was abandoned in favor of reforms within the capitalist framework, and, as a consequence, there was no meaningful distinction between the two terms of social democracy and democratic socialism. The Chinese translation of "Social democracy" is "minzhu shehui zhuyi", and that of "democratic socialism" is "minzhu shehui zhuyi". As in the West, nowadays the two terms "minzhu shehui zhuyi" and "shehui minzhu zhuyi" are interchangeable in China. Furthermore, in my opinion, the Chinese liberals in contemporary China can be further divided into two sub-groups, namely the group of liberals such as Li Shenzhi, Liu Junning and Zhu Xueqin, who concentrate on the promotion of individual liberty, and the group of social democrats, such as Qin Hui, He Qinglian and Xu Jilin (who prefers to stay outside the liberal and new left camps), seeking to balance individual liberty with a strong welfare state. According to Qin Hui, there is a strong "overlapping consensus" between liberalism and social democracy in contemporary China and the differences between liberals and social democrats have not yet become an issue. See Qin Hui, 'Ziyou zhuyi, shehui minzu zhuyi yu dangdai zhongguo "wenti"', Zhanlue yu Guanli (Strategy and Management), 2000:5, p. 83-91. liberalism, 17 and despite the fact that John Rawls's emphasis on the right of the "least advantaged" has been challenged by fundamentalist liberals like Robert Nozick as equalising people's achievements rather than their opportunities, 18 most Chinese liberals today are true believers of John Rawls's "two principles of justice": "First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others. Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all." 19 Not only do Chinese liberals do their utmost in promoting market efficiency, liberty, democracy and the rule of law, they also take great pains in promoting social justice, even before the new left took up the issue; not only do they advocate equality of opportunity and procedural justice, they also stand for distributive justice to a great extent. 20 As a matter of fact, the social democrat elements within the liberal camp in particular are closely following the tradition of utopian liberal political economy with great enthusiasm in the egalitarian mode of the liberal welfare state.
However, Chinese liberals differ from both the Chinese old and new left in two fundamental ways in tackling the issues of equity and inequalities. First, the liberals see the authoritarian political system, as well as the resultant marketisation of political power in the process of transition to the market economy (rather than the market economy per se), as the primary source of inequality, including the unequal distribution of wealth. Based on the observation that power holders have abused their power to complete the process of "primitive capital accumulation", He Qinlian comes to the conclusion that unfair distribution in China today does not manifest itself in the distribution of national income [through wages or taxes], but mainly in the allocation and possession of resources, especially the unfair distribution of power.
21
"Current social evils in China", argues another liberal Zhu Xueqin, "cannot be simplified and equated with a 'western disease' and 'market disease'. They are a 'Chinese disease' and a 'power disease' resulting from the peculiar circumstances where the market mechanism is parasitised, distorted, and even suppressed by an outmoded power mechanism. The liberals raised the issue of social justice long before the new left did, and they dug deeper to the root of the problem, pointing out that the problem already existed in the Mao era, such as in the plunder of private property, possession of public property and suppression of different political views by the privileged stratum. These social injustices took shape from the inception of that system, but had been covered by Mao's illusory ideology of egalitarianism. The power mechanism has not changed with the introduction of the market mechanism but has increased its privileges and augmented the scope of rent-seeking. Hence there is structural corruption and unprecedentedly acute social injustice in our society". 22 Second, instead of waging an all-out war against the market, capitalism and the "middle class" as the left did, the liberals firmly defend the market, capital and the "middle class" while focusing their attacks on the unjust power structure of the party-state and the "upstarts" (baofahu) getting rich through the abuse of political power in one way or another. Xu Youyu complains that "the new left pick up other people's phrases to attack marketisation, ignoring the positive effect of marketisation in breaking down the oppressive old system". According to him, what should be done is to protect the interests of working people against "bigwig privatisation" (quangui siyouhua) through the creation of a just legal framework to regulate the market and human behaviour.
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Qin Hui argues, since social injustice in China today is rooted in an unfair process of competition where some are abusing political power to create and accumulate wealth while others are losing out, "what is important is that there should be a simultaneous process of taking away both the constraints and protection of the old system, avoiding thereby the consequences in which some people continue to enjoy protection after taking away the constraint and others continue to suffer from the constraint after losing the Chubanshe, 1999, p. 257, 260. protection, that the opportunities are monopolised by the former whereas the risks are taken by the latter, and that the former take the 'fruits' whereas the latter pay the price". 24 Zhu Xueqin summarises the liberal solution in combating the social evils of equality as follows: "Liberalism aims to deepen market-oriented reform while opposing any attempt to plunder, in the name of economic reform, the social wealth accumulated from the contributions by lower strata of the society, and opposing any attempt to repeat the experience of Land Reform and Boxer-style false nationalism. Twenty years of economic reform has not been accompanied by corresponding political reform to balance power, hence the problem of the accumulation of social injustice. The only way out is to establish constitutional democracy and the rule of law through political reform, rather than falling back to the trap of campaigns and mass movements of the past".
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Public Discourse
The contestation between liberals and the new left on the issue of equity epitomises the controversy in Chinese society as a whole. This is simply because China is still a closed society where access to information is difficult and many politically sensitive issues are forbidden zones for academic enquiry; it is hard to assess the real extent of inequality, let alone its causes. Public discourse on social stratification and the disparity between the rich and the poor in particular has become fashionable in China since the early 1990s. There is no consensus on social categories in China today. One study, following the official line, divides Chinese society into nine categories: workers in state enterprises, workers in urban collective enterprises, workers in "other enterprises", peasants, individual labourers, private owner-operators, intellectuals, cadres, and the poor (urban and rural). 26 Another study makes use of twelve categories: business people, officials, peasants, blue collar workers, white collar workers, intellectuals, ordinary urbanites (shimin), free professionals (ziyou zhiyezhe), the floating population, students, celebrities, and itinerants (jianghu). 27 Yet another study further divides society into fifteen classes and strata: blue collar workers, white collar workers, intellectuals, officials, unemployed people, retirees, peasants, workers in rural enterprises, rural cadres and intellectuals, peasant-workers and the floating population, individual labourers, private owneroperators, managers, soldiers, and students. 28 On the surface, it appears that extensive empirical research has been performed to assess the gap between rich and poor. Widely employed techniques to determine the extent of difference between rich and poor include the Gini-coefficient to measure difference in per capita income among the entire population, and the "five grades division" to compare the proportion of family income in five groups. Commonly cited findings include the following: the Gini-coefficient of per capita urban income in China increased from 0.15 in 1978 to 0.37 or even as high as 0.59 in 1994; in 1994 the income of the top 20% of families accounted for 50.14 % of the total national income (compared to 44.3% in the United States in 1990), whereas the bottom 20% of families accounted for 4.27% of total national income (compared to 4.6% in the United States in 1990); conspicuous consumption by thousands of millionaires contrasts sharply with the hardship of millions of people struggling below the poverty line; and there are huge differences in income between rural and urban residents, between different regions and between different professions.
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Useful as it is, these standard approaches cover up the truth as much as they reveal, simply because the real situation in China is anything but standard. Calculation based on income tax in China is bound to be inaccurate due to the fact that income tax has only just been introduced over the last several years in China and that substantial "grey income" and "black money" have never been included in the formula. Worse still, calculation of formal salary income can be very misleading in assessing social difference and inequality in Mao's China, where social status was determined by "political life" rather than personal income or wealth, and officials of the party-state acquired innumerable goods and services without any payment, often even legally. Based on the calculation of formal salary income, one could allege that economic inequality hardly existed in the People's Republic during the Mao era but has become increasingly salient since the 1980s. 30 This assertion is less than adequate if we take into account the financial worth of the office and political power (quanli de hanjinliang) at each level of government, and particularly the free mansions, cars, servants, special supply shops and other privileges and services allocated to high-ranking officials.
Political and social inequality was of course much more serious than economic inequality in Mao's China. Nowadays there are many popular sayings describing social stratification in China. The popular expression "ten classes of citizens" (shideng gongmin) is one of the most popular among these. It vividly divides citizens in contemporary China into ten classes, particularly identifying officials who benefit three generations of their families and the ordinary people (laobaixing) who make sacrifices for the "revolution". However, that in Mao's China there existed a strict social hierarchy dividing individuals according to one's social status and class label allocated by the party-state should not be ignored. Firstly there was a demarcation line clearly separating the "people" from the "class enemy" (landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, bad elements, rightists, etc) who were condemned to the status of untouchable in the People's Republic. Then there was an unbridgeable gap between urban and rural China regulated by the hukou system, an elaborate administrative structure that bound the peasantry, a caste of low status, to their birthplace and excluded them from employment in the urban state sector and from welfare benefits available for urban residents. Within the category of urban resident, people were further divided into categories of cadre and worker, and the latter into state and collective workers, with very clear implications for access to job placement, social security and welfare benefits. Lifetime job security, generous pensions, free housing, free medical care and other welfare benefits did exist in Mao's China, but they were granted exclusively to the "revolutionary cadres" and workers in the state sector at the expense of the rest of society. Absence of private wealth did not prevent "revolutionary cadres" in Mao's China from enjoying various privileges and even a luxurious lifestyle far beyond the reach of ordinary people. The gap between officialdom and the public in the People's Republic was not less salient than that in imperial China. There will be no social equality in the world if a society of this sort is regarded as equal and fair.
Current studies on social stratification in China invariably focus on the emergence of a super rich stratum and reveal a strong social sentiment of envy towards them. This strong sentiment of envy is reflected in the following two phrases: "seeking to be rich but immoral" (weifu buren) and "those who should not be rich are getting rich but those who should be rich are not" (gaifu de bu fu, bugai fu de dao fu liao). One study describes the "image" of private owner-operators in the following ways: seeking wealth by devious means, low level of education, manufacturing and selling fake goods for staggering profits, badly treating employees, as well as bribing officials and bending the laws.
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Another study concentrates on the "disparity between wealth and knowledge" and complains about the fact that a majority of business people in the private sector only have a secondary or lower level of education whereas "intellectuals" with a higher level of education are particularly poor. 33 But this study does not explain why those "intellectuals" who exclusively serve an oppressive state with little benefit for society as a whole should be better rewarded by the market. However, there are also more sensible assessments that those who are getting rich by abusing political power or other illegal means should be distinguished from those who are getting rich through fully legitimate means, and that there are those who used to be the least advantaged but have been "forced" to take the opportunities to get rich first. 
Prospects for a Third Way
As argued elsewhere, the search for the "third way", a combination of socialism and democracy, has been under way in China for a century. 35 For the last hundred years, several generations of modernizing Chinese elites have been trying their best to follow the latest international trends, especially when imports like the socialist sub-culture of the West can satisfy their "surpassing [the West] complex" (ganchao qingjie) and national pride as well as their interpretation of the national need for development. It is the power struggle between ambitious political leaders of different political persuasions, more than anything else, that has prevented the rise and the success of social democracy in China. Now that a fundamental transformation, through an intertwined process of marketisation, democratisation and globalisation, seems to be a prevailing trend among developing countries all over the world, be they right-wing authoritarian societies or former communist societies, there is little wonder then that the Chinese should have renewed interest in social democracy, which is thought to be superior to capitalism by virtue of simultaneously boosting production and improving the livelihood of the people.
In the early 20 th century, social democracy shared the same goal with communism in replacing capitalism with socialism, but differed from communism in advocacy of achieving socialism through elections and other lawful democratic means, as opposed to the means of violent revolution promoted by communists. However, the trajectory of the development of social democracy has been a history of moderation or regression. By the 1950s, when many socialist parties rose to power in the West, social democrats had given up their original belief in the abolition of capitalism, in replacing private ownership with public ownership, and in substituting central economic planning for free market competition, but concentrated rather upon nationalization of some key industries, establishment of the welfare state and the policy of full employment. Later, the doctrines of nationalization and full-employment were also abandoned. In its current form, defined as the "third way", it is moving toward a convergence with neo-liberalism, but differs from the latter in that in continues to defend some essential parts of the welfare state (such as social security and universal medical care) and insists on state regulations enshrining the rights of trade unions and equitable distribution of wealth. Social democracy has been successful to a certain degree in the West, not so much as an alternative to capitalism but as a supplementary device for managing and regulating capitalism for the benefit of society as a whole, including the working class. Democratic socialists have been the true heirs to the European Enlightenment and the champions of democracy. Among other things they have fought for the abolition of entrenched interests and privileges of the old regime. Mainly to the credit of social democracy, capitalism as known by Marx has been revised and transformed almost beyond recognition. The temptation to construct social democracy in China is real indeed. For one thing, social democracy can be an ideal way for China to deal effectively with the tangled problems of inefficiency and inequality. And the trajectory of transformation of communism in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe has indicated that while communism is absolutely out of date, fully-fledged capitalism is neither a desirable nor viable way for a society where a smooth and fair operation of market mechanisms will still take an extended period of time to properly function, where many socialist values have been kept alive among the population but social disparity is escalating due mainly to an authoritarian power structure, and where the "primitive accumulation complex" has generated tremendous resentment threatening social stability. The Chinese transition to a market economy has passed the point of no return. The real problem lies in the difficulty of the transition to democracy, which, hopefully, will help to nurture and maintain some socialist values and keep some evils of market competition in check. While the partystate has much at stake during the transition to democracy, Chinese society as a whole has a profound fear of chaos that might result from democratization, a chaos experienced recently by the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 36 However, apart from the fact that democracy has intrinsic value in promoting a decent life, regardless of its economic and other functions, and apart from the fact that democracy has demonstrated its effectiveness in maintaining long term social stability necessary for economic development in the long term, democratisation seems the only effective way to minimize inequality in the transition to the market economy from the communist system. Interest in social democracy has been on the rise in China since the mid-1990s. The Chinese are of course familiar with social democracy. Major publications by social democrats in the West and, recently, in Eastern Europe, have long been available in Chinese. However, the recent interest in social democracy has been stimulated by the predicament of reform at home and the debate on the "third way" abroad, particularly in the works of Anthony Giddens. 37 There is an unprecedented tendency to regard the ideas of social democracy as a source for inspiration and of solutions for the problems in 36 As to the process of the transformation of the communist system, democracy proved to be neither necessary nor sufficient for good economic performance, simply because economic results are determined by economic policies as much as by the form of government. There are successful examples of democratisation with healthy economic development, such as the Czech Republic and Slovenia (part of the former Yugoslavia); there are disappointing examples of democratisation with a collapsing economy, such as Russia and Ukraine; there are confusing examples of rapid economic development without corresponding democratisation, such as China and Vietnam; and there are also examples of economic collapse without democratisation, such as North Korea and many other former communist countries before the grand transformation. For a very useful summary, see Michael Intriligator, 'Democracy in Reforming Collapsed Communist Economies: Blessing or Curse? ', Contemporary Economic Policy, Vol.16, No.2, April 1998, p. 241-246. 37 China. Some establishment intellectuals, as well as liberal intellectuals, have argued that social democracy should not be rejected in the first place because "scientific socialism" was originally known as social democracy; that by definition social democracy means socialism plus democracy, two of the fully legitimate goals for the official ideology; that social democracy has proven to be the best method for the developed capitalist world to achieve socialism; and that social democracy has been effectively adapted to the changing environment of the world. 38 There is even a rumor that a debate has taken place within the party leadership about whether the party should transform itself into a social democratic party. Jiang Zemin's recent "idea of three representations" (sange daibiao sixiang) is said to abandon the definition of the CCP as "the vanguard of the proletarian class" and change the nature of the party in line with social democracy. 39 A change of this kind can be regarded as a major revolution in thought. Closely following the Leninist tradition, the CCP treated social democracy or any brand of "revisionism" as the "most dangerous enemy" up until the early 1990s, more dangerous than capitalism because it was seen to be capable of subverting communism from within. During the early 1990s in particular, and mostly blaming the revisionist shift to social democracy for the collapse of communism in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the CCP leadership had every reason to maintain sharp vigilance against the rise of that ideology in China. It seems at least some academics and some communist leaders in China are able to understand social democracy and the drastic change in the former communist camp with reasonable calm, now that the dust of the change has largely settled with a new Russia and Eastern Europe emerging from the economic crisis. China, by contrast, has been experiencing the agony of a halfway reform, including the conflicts of the smooth operation of a market economy and the outmoded power structure of the party-state, systemic corruption and inefficiency, and the legitimacy crisis of communist rule and Marxist ideology. 40 and even classic socialism are not incompatible, not least because they are facing the same enemy of despotism and populism and they are defending the "same bottom line" (gongtong dixian) defined by human rights, liberty and procedural justice. 41 In a society where for several decades the population has been fed with the assertion that liberalism will only lead to inequality, social division and exploitation, especially when "economic liberalism" backed by bureaucratic power turns public property worth millions of dollars into private assets every day, social democracy might be seen as the best choice, if the government and the population are wise enough to make a sensible right choice at this time.
Conclusion
In terms of the current debate between Chinese liberals and the new left, the liberals stand much closer to social democracy, although these two groups need not be irreconcilable enemies. Chinese true believers of liberalism want nothing less than a legal framework for the protection of property rights, personal freedoms and the smooth operation of the market economy, but they also pay much attention to equality and the well-being of the poor stratum and social justice in general. The liberals and the new left in China should not be confused with their nominal counterparts in the West. Different stages of economic, political and social development render completely different meanings of the same terms in China and the West. Whereas liberals in the contemporary West are a conservative force with vested interests in an inequitable economic order, Chinese liberals constitute a revolutionary force seeking to transform the party-state which monopolises both power and wealth; whereas the left in the contemporary West is a progressive force attempting to champion the interests of the poor and the weak, the new left in China is in danger of lending its services to the party-state by diverting concerns away from an exploitive and repressive power structure and blaming market forces for social injustice.
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The core of the debate on the issue of equity in China today is whether the state or the market should be afforded greater power. It has taken several decades for the Chinese, in fact, for people from across the entire communist camp, to realise that communist officialdom (guanchang) is much worse than the market (shichang) in boosting the economy and, to some at least, in bringing about social justice and equality. That is why the Chinese have set off down a road of no return toward a market economy. History seems to be on the side of Chinese liberals, who insist that the authoritarian political system and an inadequate development of the market economy are the main sources of social inequality and other social evils in contemporary China, and that the future of China lies in the market economy and liberal democracy embodied by the West. In the West, where there is a mature market economy and civil society, it might be necessary to balance the market with state power, especially in protecting the less advantaged. But the welfare state in the West, or even the "developmental state" or "entrepreneurial state" in newly industrialised market economies, is not to be confused with the "totalitarian state" or "party-state" with unlimited power over personal property and personal life in the communist world. There is no doubt that the market contains within it both emancipating and dominating forces, but the market has played quite a positive role in China in the last two decades in boosting the economy and reducing inequalities at the same time. In delaying the introduction of democratic reforms to break down the hierarchical power system that allows political power holders and their associates to plunder much of the public property during the transition to a market economy, the Chinese have missed the best chance to provide an equal start for everyone in the marketplace. Resolute remedial measures need to be taken in order for the Chinese to benefit more from the dynamics and the liberating potential of the market while limiting its tendency to produce inequality and the commercialism detrimental to a healthy life.
After all, the collapse of communism in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and the emergence of a quite new global economy and politics have rendered irrelevant much of the conventional left-right polarities based on the capitalism-socialism divide. The old concepts, such as capitalism and socialism, with their purity and militant certainty, are no longer desirable or viable for Chinese aspirations nor, for that matter, for understanding China, which may transform into a creative ambiguity with a mixed economy -in which the non-state sectors will play the dominant role even if the state sector is not wiped out completely -and with a "mixed politics" in which liberal democracy is supplemented by social democracy. Of course this is not to suggest that there is great optimism about the prospects for social democracy in China. Even if there is a consensus emerging in China, the project of social democracy will still face tremendous difficulties, as an expert on the history of the left has put it: "Social democracy's principal strength has been manifested in advanced industrial societies -ones where the largest social surplus has been available for distribution".
